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ABSTRACT 


WHEN  TO  KILL  THE  I RIGGEh  FOE  THE  LtlUNTERH  ( TACK  -  SlMF'LlCllV  vs. 

SOPHIST 1CAT ION,  by  Haior  John  p.  Drinkwater,  USA,  5b  paqes. 

Ihis  studv  is  a  comparative  analysis  ot  current  U.S.  Army 
doctrine  at  di vi si  on  - 1 evel  with  the  historical  experience  ot  the 
German  Army  in  World  War  11  on  the  Eastern  Front,  speciEicallv 
that  ot  the  48th  F'anzer  Corps  in  battles  alono  the  Chir  River 
durinq  the  period  6  -  ti  Oecemper  lV4z:,  to  detereme  key 
const der atons  in  assessinq  the  riant  time  to  execute 
tactical  -level  counterattacks  aqainst  Soviet-style  oEEensive 
operations.  It  identities  the  specific  Factors  that  the  48th 
Panzer  Corps  considered,  assesses  how  they  attected  the  outcome 
oE  the  battles,  describes  current  doctrine,  and  examines  the 
adequacy  and  implications  oE  current  doctrine  in  liaht  oE  the 
berman  experience.  the  study  suoqests  that  counterattacks  can  be 
on  time  or  late,  but  rarely  will  they  be  early. 

(he  conclusion  of  the  study  is  that  timmo  tactical -level 
counterattacks  depends  not  on  some  mythical  or  sophisticated 
determination  oE  the  'riaht”  time,  but  rather  on  more  Fundamental 
precepts  embodied  in  the  principles  oE  war.  Decidinq  when  to 
counterattack  is  a  problem  of  mafcinq  the  decision  within  the 
context  oE  the  battle  itselE,  consistent  with  the  qenerally 
accepted  principles  at  surprise  and  mass. 
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'he  flashing  r>woro  ot  venaeance 


Introduction 


h i r Land  battle  has  Drought  about  a  resurgence  ot  belief  in 
and  attention  to  llausewit:  s  notion  that  although  the  detense  is 
the  inherently  stronger  tor*  ot  waqinq  war,  it  clearlv  includes 
the  fundamental  requirement  tor  ottensive  action  in  order  to  be 
victorious  -  victory  from  an  absolutely  oassive  detense  beina  an 
absurdity  in  his  view.  Victory  in  the  detense  comes  trom 
counterattacks  executed  when  waiting  no  lonaer  aives  any 
idvantaoe  to  the  detender.  tor  Cl ausewi tc  ,  this  “sudden  poweriui 
transition  to  the  ottensive  --  the  flashinq  sword  ot  venqeance  -- 
is  the  qreatest  moment  tor  the  defensive. " * 

Ihe  need  to  attack  in  order  to  destroy  the  enemv  is  no 

longer  questioned  by  today  =  practitioners  ot  the  art  01  war; 

however,  a  question  which  remains  inadequately  answered  in  the 

docfiinal  literature  is  iust  how  does  one  assess  the  riqnt  time 

to  strike  with  the  "sword  ot  vengeance.”  According  to  Clausewitr: 

In  the  final  third  of  the*  battle,  when  the  enemy  has 
revealed  his  whole  glan  and  soent  the  maior  part  ot  his 
forces,  the  defendei  intends  to  tlinq  this  body  against  a 
part  of  tne  enemy  t or c es . . . wh 1 1 e  the  outcome  still  hangs 
in  the  ha  lance...* 
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Judqinq  the  decisive  moment  in  the  battle  —  knoNino  when  the 
outcoee  still  hanqs  in  the  balance  --  eiQht  be  obvious  to  the 
Ciausewitzian  qemus  and  thus,  theory  suffices.  But  eost  of  us 
need  soaethinq  acre  specific. 

As  the  bndqe  between  theory  and  practice,  FM  100-5  provides 
the  principal  doctrinal  connections  between  Llausewitz  s 
theoretical  construct  of  the  superioritv  of  the  defense  and  the 
practitioner  who  seeks  to  hone  his  skills  by  appiyinq  the  AirLand 
Battle  doctrine.  Accordinq  to  FM  100-5,  '‘timinq  i_s  critical  to 
counterattacks" (eaphasis  added).3  We  all  seen  to  accept  this 
coaaonly  held  belief,  but  the  "how"  of  it  continues  to  puzzle 
tacticians.  if  we  assuae  that  tiaino  is,  in  fact,  critical,  then 
the  question  we  aust  ask  is,  "How  do  we  assess  the  nqht  tiae  to 
execute  one?"  Althouoh  AirLand  Battle  doctrine  reflects  the 
inteoral  role  that  offensive  tactics  play  in  a  successful 
defense,  it  does  not  adequately  address  what  factors  the 
commander  should  consider  in  decidinq  when  to  "pull  the  triqqer.” 
The  implication  of  this  doctrinal  void  is  that  one  olans  and 
executes  it  like  any  other  offensive  action.  The  problem  is 
particularly  relevant  as  AirLand  Battle  doctrine  qrows  in 
popularity  throughout  the  Army,  especially  in  Europe  where  the 
threat  of  a  conventional  war  with  the  Warsaw  Pact  still  poses  the 
oreatest  risk. 

Thus  far,  no  one  seeas  to  have  subjected  this  timinq  problem 


to  critical  analysis.  In  trvinq  to  come  to  grips  with  it. 
especially  as  it  relates  to  our  potential  adversaries  either 
aoviets  ot  'soviet  surrogates.  manv  ot  whom  employ  Sov 1 et  -s t v  1  e 
tactics,  a  comparative  analysis  of  a  relevant  historical 
experience  with  current  doctrine  could  oe  par t i cu i ar 1 v 
instructive.  Hv  contention  is  that  assessing  the  right  time  to 
execute  division  and  corps  level  counterattacks  against 
Sov i ft • s t v 1 e  ot tensive  operations  depends  on  factors  which  have 
historical  precedents  in  the  berman  experience  aqainst  the 
Soviets  on  the  kastern  front  durino  World  War  11.  particularly 
that  of  the  48th  fanrer  Corps  in  cattles  alona  the  Lhir  River 
near  Stalingrad  durino  the  period  6  -  2'i  December  1V42. 

(he  48th  farcer  Cores  provides  us  an  example  of  a  oast 

adversaiv  or  the  Soviets  who  achieved  tactical  success  under 

extremely  adverse  conditions  similar  to  those  tacina  the  tl.S. 

hi  mv  in  Europe  today,  first,  according  to  Earl  F .  Ziemke.  the 

war  on  the  Eastern  Front  was: 

...at  a  staue  iri  which  the  Russians  demonstrated  a 
command  ol  offensive  tactics  equal  to  that  ot  the 
Mermans  in  conception  and  sufficiently  effective  in 
execution  to  prevail  aqainst  an  opponent  who  had  passed 
the  peal  of  Ins  strength. ^ 

Nhether  cm  not  the  Mermans  had  passed  their  otrensive  culminating 
point  can  be  debated:  however,  Inev  still  represented  a 
lacticallv  and  ooet at i ona 1 1 v  potent  adversary  who  would  not  reach 
the  decisive  oomt  in  the  war  on  the  Eastern  Front  until  Kursk  in 
July,  I v 4 Z .  Likewise,  the  Soviets  had  developed  considerable 


sophistication  in  operational  art  and  tactics.  then  Stalinorad 
offensive  in  November.  194*:  reoresenied  the  breakpoint  between 
(base  1  and  Phase  II  of  the  Great  Patriotic  Wat  .  ihev  were 
Oeqinninq  to  applv  effectively  the  lessons  thev  had  learned 
during  the  disastrous  first  year.  Ine  relative  sophistication 
between  the  Germans  and  the  Russians  is  analoqous  to  that 
currently  existinq  between  the  U.S.  Army  and  the  Warsaw  Pact. 
Secondly,  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  was  areatlv  outnumbered  bv  the 
o.erwhelmmq  strenqth  of  the  Soviet  s  Fifth  lank  rtrmv.  Host  of 
today  s  scenarios  far  Central  tut  ope  assume  a  similar  numerical 
imbalance  in  favor  of  the  Warsaw  Fact.  finally,  the  requirement 
for  the  48th  Fanzer  Corps  to  hold  terrain  that  had  operational 
Siam f icance,  coupled  with  the  lack  of  depth  tor  its  defense,  is 
analogous  tc  our  defensive  posture  in  Central  Europe  wherein  the 
political  realities  of  Western  Europe  dictate  a  defense 
well-forward  along  the  Inner-German  and  Cz echosl o *al:  1  an -German 
borders,  but  disallows  great  operational  depth. 


Operational  Backqround 


ns  we  will  discover  later,  the  timing  ot  counterattacks  bv 
the  f8th  ianzer  Loros  was  influenced  bv  concepts,  such  as  hioher 
commander  s  intent,  more  so  than  bv  a  clear,  sooh 1 st 1 ca ted 
intelligence  picture  01  the  battleiield  as  is  suoqested  in  our 
current  doctrine.  Consequently.  an  understanding  ot  tne 
operational  context  in  which  the  battles  took  place  is  essential. 

(he  problems  that  faced  the  Germans  in  Southern  Russia  m 
early  December  H 42  were  the  result  ot  Hitler  s  push  to  seize  the 
oilfields  in  the  Caucasus  to  support  the  berman  war  effort,  and 
tus  fanatical  insistence  on  capturing  Stalinqrad  primarily'  for 
its  political  and  emotional  appeal.  In  reality,  however,  the  two 
objectives  wei e  t ar  too  difficult  to  accomplish  si mul t aneous 1 v l 
thev  were  3  bo  uiiIps  apart  and.  therefore,  caused  such  a 
dissipation  ot  combat  power  that  the  security  of  the  Bermans 
left  flank  in  Southern  Russia  became  tenuous.  Ihus,  Hrmy  Group  li 
hau  at  its  principal  mission  the  protection  of  Army  Group  H  s 
lett  Hank  as  the  lattei  dr  o<e  toward  the  Caucasus  '.See  Hap  1, 

I  he  ndvarue  to  Stalinorad).  Ihe  bulk  of  this  mission,  however, 
rell  to  Germany  s  unreliable  allied  armies  from  Hunqar.. 

I'oiimaii  i  a ,  and  I'alv,  while  the  be*  man  Si:,  th  Army  was  given  the 
mission  to  seize  Stalingrad.  Sixth  urmv  s  subsequent  failure  to 
u'l-ur  e  otalingrad  set  up  inviting  conditions  for  a  Soviet 


counteroffensive.  The  Soviets  had  correctly  assessed  the 

6eraan's  operational  weakness: 

The  eost  vulnerable  place  in  the  operational 
disposition  of  the  Stalingrad  group  of  the  eneey  were 
the  flanks,  protected  by  the  less  stable  Rumanian  units 
which  created  favorable  conditions  for  carrying  out  the 
encircleeent  of  the  eain  Gernan  Group. 5 

Despite  warnings  by  the  Chief  of  the  General  Staff  on  the 

perilous  nature  of  the  extended  left  flank  (400  km  long)  being 

held  by  the  allies  and  on  the  intelligence  indicators  of  an 

impending  Soviet  counterof f ensi ve,  Hitler  regained  intransigent. 

He  refused  to  allow  the  Sixth  Army  to  divert  its  attention  from 

Stalingrad.  Conseguently ,  the  Roumanian  Third  Arey  becaee  the 

target  for  the  northern  pincer  of  the  Soviet  counteroffensive  in 

late  November  designed  to  encircle  the  Gerean  Sixth  Army  in 

Stalinqrad  and,  hopefully,  to  cut  off  the  German  army  in  the 

Caucasus. & 

The  attack,  which  began  at  midnight  on  1?  November  with  a 
massive  artillery  barrage  of  3,500  guns  on  both  flanks  of 
Stalingrad,7  was  overwhelmingly  successful.  The  Stalingrad 
Counteroffensive  was  on.  The  Roumanian  Third  Army  could  not  hold 
against  the  onslaught  of  the  Soviet’s  Sixty-Third  Army,  Fifth 
Tank  Army,  and  Twenty-First  Army.  They  pushed  the  Roumanians  off 
the  great  bend  in  the  Don  River  and  back  across  the  Chir  River. 

By  22  November,  General  Paulus  reported  that  the  Sixth  Army  in 
Stalingrad  was  surrounded  (See  Hap  2,  Stalingrad).8 


6 


On  74  November,  General  van  Manstein  assueed  command  of  the 
newly  formed  A ray  Group  Don  which  consisted  of  the  Fourth  Panzer 
Ar ey  south  of  Stalingrad,  the  Sixth  Aray  which  was  caught  in  the 
pocket,  and  the  Rouaanian  Third  Aray  in  disarray  on  the  west  side 
of  the  Chir  River.  He  iaaediately  began  efforts  in  accordance 
with  orders  froa  The  Geraan  Aray  High  Coaaand  "...to  bring  the 
eneay  attacks  to  a  standstill  and  recapture  the  positions 
previously  occupied....”1? 

Shortly  before  the  Soviet  counteroffensive,  the  48th  Panzer 
Corps  Headquarters  had  been  transferred  froa  Fourth  Panzer  Aray 
operating  south  of  Stalingrad  and  the  Don  River  to  a  position 
behind  the  Rouaanian  Third  Aray  in  order  to  bolster  the  latter's 
defensive  sector  by  assuaing  control  of  a  Geraan  panzer  division 
and  a  Rouaanian  panzer  division. *0  Both  were  short  equipaent  and 
soldiers.  When  the  Soviet  counteroffensive  was  launched,  the 
Corps  lost  control  and  had  to  r i ght  its  way  out  of  a  pocket 
situated  to  the  northwest  of  1  tlatsch  in  which  it  was  encircled 
on  27  Noveaber.  The  Corps  thi  >  occupied  positions  along  the  Chir 
River  west  of  Petrovka.H  The  L.oaa<>nder  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps, 
General  1 eutnant  Heia,  was  aadt  the  scapegoat  by  Hitler  for  the 
disastrous  defense  of  the  Don  River  which  resulted  in  the 
encircleaent  of  the  Sixth  Ara\ .  He  was  disaissed  for  allegedly 
"inexcusable"  actions  by  the  two  divisions  under  his  coaaand;  for 
their  failure  to  stop  the  rout  of  the  Rouaanian  Third  Aray  —  an 
lapossible  task  for  anyone  unch-r  the  c i rcuastances . 12  As  a 


result,  Oberstleutnant  von  Mellenthin  and  General  von 
Knobelsdorff  took  over  as  Chief  of  Staff  and  Coaaanding  General 
respectively  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps.  By  4  Deceaber  they  would 
take  charge  of  the  11th  Panzer  Division  coaaanded  by  6eneral 
Balck,  the  336th  Infantry  Division,  and  a  aarginally  effective 
Luftwaffe  Field  Division. 13  Prior  to  the  arrival  of  the  11th 
Panzer  Division  and  the  336th  Infantry  Division,  the  area  on  the 
Chir  River  was  weakly  defended  by  an  assortaent  of  anti-aircraf t 
groups,  and  "alara"  units  aade-up  of  B-echelon  eleaents  and  Sixth 
Ar ay  soldiers  who  were  returning  froa  leave  when  their  aray  was 
cutoff  and  encircled  in  Stalingrad.  According  to  von  Manstein, 
two  Luftwaffe  Field  Divisions  reinforced  the  area  later  but  were 
only  aarginally  eaployable  due  to  their  lack  of  training,  battle 
experience,  and  coapetent  officers  and  NCOs.  14 

Von  Manstein '5  priaary  concern  was  the  relief  of  the 
encircled  Sixth  Aray  approx i aatel y  25  ailes  to  their  east.  He, 
therefore,  put  into  aotion  "Operation  Wintergewitter , "  a  relief 
atteapt  of  Sixth  Aray  scheduled  for  B  Deceaber.  The  Fourth 
Fanzer  Aray  under  General  Hoth  was  to  attack  north  froa 
Kotelnikov  on  the  east  side  of  the  Don  toward  Stalingrad,  cut 
through  the  Soviet  covering  forces  on  the  southwest  side  of  the 
encircleaent ,  and  link-up  with  the  Sixth  Aray.  Meanwhile,  the 
48th  Panzer  Corps  was  to  attack  to  the  east  out  of  the  narrow 
Geraan  bridgehead  at  the  confluence  of  the  Don  and  the  Chir  in 


the  vicinity  of  Ni zhne-Ch i r sk aya  into  the  rear  of  the  Soviet 
covering  forces  and  link-up  with  the  Fourth  Panzer  Aray  attacking 
fro*  the  south,  fhe  purpose  was  to  reestablish  a  corridor  to  the 
Sixth  Aray  and  to  seize  bridgeheads  across  the  Don  with  the 
ultiaate  goal  being  the  breakout  by  the  Sixth  Aray.  Fourth 
Panzer  Aray  was  to  be  the  aain  effort  and  the  48th  Panzer  Corps 
the  supporting  attack. 15 


I 
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Situation  on  the  Chir  Rivtr 


By  6  December  the  situation  facing  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  on 
the  Chir  River  had  deteriorated  further.  Signs  of  an  impending 
continuation  of  the  Soviet  offensive  in  the  area  of  the  48th 
Panzer  Corps  had  been  building  since  1  December.  In  Hanstein's 
view: 

It  was  absolutely  vital  that  me  should  continue  to 
hold  this  stretch  of  river,  as  our  bridgehead  in  the 
angle  betHeen  the  Chir  and  Don,  including  the  Don 
bridge  at  Nizhne  Chirskaya,  mas  of  fundaeental 
importance  for  the  relief  of  Sixth  Army. 

Furthermore,  a  breakthrough  in  this  area  nould  open  a  clear  path 

to  the  major  supply  and  communications  hubs  at  the  Horosovsky  and 

Tatsinskaya  airfields,  25  and  30  miles  anay  respectively,  as  nell 

as  paths  to  Rostov  and  crossings  on  the  Donetz.1^ 

Thus,  the  tactical  defense  on  the  Chir  served  a  number  of 
purposes  at  the  operational  level  nhich  mould  be  consistent  nith 
today's  AirLand  Battle  doctrine.  First,  it  aliened  von  Nanstein 
to  "concentrate  forces  elsenhere."  He  needed  the  freedom  to 
concentrate  forces  in  the  vicinity  of  Kotelnikov  for  the  main 
effort  by  the  Fourth  Panzer  Army.  Second,  it  controlled  "key 
terrain.”  The  small  bridgehead  across  the  Don  mas  critical  for 
reestablishing  a  corridor  to  the  Sixth  Army,  especially  if  Hoth's 
army  nas  unable  to  push  through  over  the  longer  route  from  the 
south.  Von  hanstein  mould  then  have  the  Fourth  Panzer  Army  push 


.  ■  «v 
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■ip  Mif  east  bant  ot  the  Lon.  link-uu  with  tne  4 a t h  hanzer  Lores 
■it  the  bridqenead.  and  toaether  .  tnev  would  push  east  the  25 
miles  to  the  western  edoe  ot  the  bixth  Armv  pocket. 

(Joer  all  anal  1  v .  hotdino  the  area  in  the  contluence  ot  the  bon  and 
t ti 1 1  would  protect  critical  lines  ot  communication  Deino  used  to 
inaintain  Sixth  hrmv  in  the  pocket.  It  also  provided  a  pivot 
around  which  nrmv  br  oup  lion  could  keep  open  the  land  bridqe  out 
i)  the  Caucasus  tor  the  ultimate  withdrawal  from  that  area  ot 
operations.  1*  the  Soviets  were  able  to  push  to  Rostov.  more 
than  the  Sixth  iirmv  would  be  cut  aft.  with  even  qreater  strateqic 
and  operational  implications.  Ihird,  holdino  the  Lhir  River 
'qained  time,"  hath  st  the  operational  and  strategic  levels, 
tiifhouqh  Hitler  ■;  unwi 1 1 i naness  to  vield  qround  sealed  the  late 
o l  Sixth  nrmy,  the  tenacious  defense  ot  both  the  4«th  lanzer 
lorps  and  the  sixth  iirmv  did  cause  the  soviets  to  modus'  their 
plans  tor  continuinq  the  ottensive.  Consequently,  the  time  which 
was  bouqht  enabled  the  bermans  to  move  replacements  and 
rei nt or  cements  into  southern  Russia  tor  tuture  battles.*' 

As  tor  the  Soviets,  the  situation  m  earlv  December  alono 
l he  Unr  was  the  result  ot  their  tirst  maior  counter ot t ensi ve  ot 
the  war.  (after  their  initial  success  ot  encirclina  the  5ixth 
nr m v  between  IV  and  November.  bTAVkA  enumerated  three 
priorities:  reduction  of  the  Stalinarad  pocket,  prevention  ot 

'.ini  man  attempts  to  relieve  forces  in  the  pocket,  and  expansion  ot 
the  offensive  westward. l&  The  bermans,  however,  beoan  to 


concentrate  stronger  forces  in  early  Deceaber  in  the  Toraosin  and 
Kotelnikov  areas  for  nthat  the  Soviets  perceived  Mould  be  a 
breakthrough  attempt  to  the  Sixth  Aray.  Additionally,  they 
realized  that  the  Stalingrad  pocket  had  considerably  tore  forces 
than  their  original  estiaate  of  90,000  aen.  The  Soviets  had 
correctly  assessed  von  Manstein's  intent  to  use  the  Chir 
bridgehead  as  a  juaping  off  point  to  relieve  Sixth  Aray,  as 
evidenced  by  a  cable  sent  by  Zhukov  to  Stalin  on  29  Noveaber  in 
which  he  discussed  the  possibility  of  the  Geraans  using  a  "shock 
force"  to  penetrate  froa  Nizhne-Chirskaya  and  Kotelnikov  to 
establish  a  corridor  for  supplying  the  trapped  Sixth  Aray  and, 
subsequently,  affecting  its  breakout.  He  recoaaended  attacking 
the  6eraari  "groupings"  at  Nizhne-Chirskaya  and  Kotelnikov  to 
prevent  the  link-up  of  relieving  forces  with  Sixth  Aray.19 
Therefore,  they  planned  "Operation  Saturn"  to  strengthen  and 
expand  the  outer  ring  of  the  encircieaent  by  destroying  the 
Italian  Eighth  Aray  and  Aray  Detachaent  Hollidt  on  the  Don  and 
Chir  between  Novayo  Kalitva  and  Nizhne-Chirskaya. 

"Operation  Saturn"  Mas  scheduled  to  coamence  on  10  Deceaber; 
however,  failure  of  continued  Soviet  attacks  against  the  pocket 
to  aake  appreciable  gains,  as  well  as  delays  in  aoving  aen  and 
oateriel  to  the  Southwestern  Front,  forced  a  postponeaent  of 
"Operation  Saturn”  to  16  Deceaber.  Meanwhile,  It. Gen. 

Roaanenko's  Fifth  Tank  Aray  was  to  continue  its  attacks  along  the 


lOMtr  Chir  in  the  Toraosin  area  to  destroy  German  forces  in  the 
area  and  to  advance  to  Horozovsk  and  Chernishkovski i  to  eliainate 
the  threat  posed  by  Geraan  forces  along  the  lower  reaches  of  the 
Chir. 20  STAVKA  wanted  to  iaprove  the  operational  security  of  the 
inner  encircleaent  ring  by  pushing  out  to  increase  the  distance 
between  the  eabatlled  Sixth  Aray  and  the  rest  of  Aray  Group 
Don. 21  By  6  Deceaber,  however,  the  condition  of  48th  Panzer 
Corps  had  changed  with  the  addition  of  Balck's  11th  Panzer 
Division  and  the  336th  Infantry  Division  which  were  to  prove 
theaselves  formidable  opponents  to  the  Fifth  Tank  Aray  which  was 
still  exhildrated  after  its  treaendous  success  in  encircling  the 
Sixth  Aray. 

Thus,  the  situation  on  6  Deceaber  had  the  optiaistic  Soviet 
Fifth  Tank  Aray  facing  the  revived  4Bth  Panzer  Corps  across  the 
Chir  River  between  Surovokino  in  the  north  and  Ni zhne-Chi r skaya 
in  the  south.  The  Fifth  Tank  Army's  mission  was  to  seize  the 
Toraosin  area  to  prevent  a  breakthrough  attempt  to  relieve  Sixth 
Aray,  whereas,  the  48th  Panzer  Corps'  mission  was  to  hold  the 
bridgehead  and,  on  order,  to  attack  to  the  east  to  link-up  with 
the  Fourth  Panzer  Aray  in  order  to  open  a  corridor  to  the 
embattled  Sixth  Aray. 
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Terrain  and  Heath er 


The  terrain  over  which  the  battles  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps 
would  be  fought  in  December  1942  against  the  Fifth  Tank  Army  was 
a  hilly,  treeless  plateau  in  a  largely  agricultural  region  of 
southern  Russia.  It  was  bordered  on  the  north  by  the  Chir  River 
and  in  the  east  by  the  Don  River.  Numerous  gullies,  called 
balkas,  cut  the  area,  their  steep  banks  and  depth  being 
well-suited  as  natural  anti-tank  obstacles  or  as  cover  for 
manned,  anti-tank  defenses.  Although  the  area  would  appear  at 
first  glance  to  be  ideally  suited  for  mechanized  and  armored 
operations,  the  severe  compartmental i zation  made  much  of  it 
inaccessible  to  vehicles  of  any  type.  The  road  network  was 
entirely  unpaved  which  meant  that  tr af f i cabi 1 i t y  was  dependent  on 
weather  conditions.  Although  some  of  the  roads  traversed  the 
ridgelines,  most  followed  the  valleys  and  gorges.  The  area 
included  a  number  of  collective  state  farms  as  well  as  several 
towns  and  villages  along  the  banks  of  the  two  major  rivers.  The 
principal  ones  around  which  the  engagements  would  flow  were: 
Surovikino  in  the  north  on  the  Chir;  Ni zhne-Chi r skaya  in  the 
southeast  at  the  confluence  of  the  Chir  and  Don  Rivers;  Lissinski 
and  Ostrovskii,  villages  on  the  Chir  between  Surovikino  and 
Nizhne-Chirskaya;  Verchne-Sol onowsk i ,  fourteen  kilometers  due 
south  of  Surovikino  and  nine  kilometers  due  west  of 


Ni zhne-Chi rskayaj  Sowchos  (State  Fare)  79,  five  kilometers  north 
of  Verchne-Sol onowsk i  toward  Surovikino;  and  Toraosin  in  the 
southwest.  The  value  of  the  Chir  River  as  a  defensive  obstacle 
in  Deceaber  was  negligible.  At  best  it  served  as  "...an 
obstruction  of  the  crudest,  simplest  type. “22 

The  weather  in  December  1942  was  generally  favorable  to 
operations  althouqh  hard  on  the  individual  soldier.  The 
temperature  ranged  between  zero  and  minus-ten  degrees  centigrade. 
A  liqht  snow  cover  ten  to  fifteen  centimeters  thick  blanketed  the 
area  although  some  drifts  had  formed  in  the  balkas.  The  ground 
was  sufficiently  frozen  to  support  tanks  and  to  a  limited  extent 
wheeled  vehicles  in  cross-countr y  movement.  Therefore,  mobility 
as  a  function  of  weather  was  not  a  significant  problem. 23 


Oopomino  Forces 


It  would  be  appropriate,  given  mv  previous  contention  that 
conditions  on  the  Chir  are  analogous  to  our  current  perception  of 
a  war  in  Central  Europe,  that  we  examine  the  opposinq  forces  that 
fought  the  battles  on  the  Chir.  The  Fifth  Tank  Army,  commanded 
by  Lt.Ben.  P.L.  Romanenko,  had  just  completed  its  exhileratinq 
encirclement  of  Paulus's  Sixth  Army  as  the  main  effort  of  the 
northern  pincer  movement.  In  early  December,  its  subordinate 
units  included  six  rifle  divisions,  a  tank  corps,  a  cavalry 
corps,  and  supporting  regiments  of  artillery  and  tank  destroyers. 
Its  strength  consisted  of  approximately  9u,l>00  men,  182  tanks, 
and  1213  guns  and  mortars. 24  with  the  addition  of  the  bth 
Mechanized  Corps  which  occurred  on  6  December,  the  tank  strength 
increased  by  another  183  tanks25  although  they  were  English 
Mathildas  and  Valentine  tanks  supplied  under  the  Lend-Lease 
Program2*1  as  opposed  to  Russian  T-34s  or  KVs  as  in  the  Army's 
1st  Tank  Corps. 

By  contrast,  the  48th  Panzer  Corps,  now  commanded  by  General 
von  Knobel sdor f f ,  consisted  of  only  two  combat  effective  German 
divisions,  the  11th  Panzer  Division  under  General  Balck  and  the 
336th  Infantry  Division  under  General  Lucht.  Ihe  latter  included 
elements  of  the  9th  Luftwaffe  Field  Division.  Other  German 
units  attached  to  the  Corps  included  elements  of  the  7th 


Luftwaffe  Field  Division,  headquarters  elements  of  the  384th 
Panzer  Division,  and  several  improvised  units,  sometimes  called 
"alarm*  or  "emergency"  units,  comprised  of  assorted  unit 
remnants,  supply  units,  and  Sixth  Army  soldiers  who  had  been 
cut-off  from  their  assigned  orqanizations  when  the  Army  was 
surrounded.  Additionally,  remnants  of  the  Roumanian  Third  Army 
collected  into  Group  von  Stumpfeld,  including  the  403d  Security 
Division(-)  and  the  Army  headquarters  were  in  the  Corps' 
sector. 27  The  total  strenqth  in  soldiers  is  not  clear;  however, 
the  tank  strength  of  the  Corps  was  solely  in  the  15th  Panzer 
Regiment  of  the  11th  Panzer  Division  and  numbered  only  25  -  30 
tanks.  The  size  of  the  11th  Panzer  Division  was  approximately 
that  of  today's  brigade  and  its  regiments  the  size  of  battalions, 
this  meant  that  some  tank  companies  had  only  two  or  three 
tanks. 28  Furthermore,  the  corps  had  almost  no  artillery  on  the 
entire  Chir  Front  and  the  infantry  units  in  many  cases  were 
actually  bakers  and  storekeeper s. 29 

Generals  Balck  and  von  Mellenthin,  however,  made  few 
decisions  based  on  force  ratios.  They  considered  leadership  to 
be  much  more  important. 30  In  fact,  they  were  reluctant  to 
consolidate  forces,  preferring  instead  to  maintain  unit  integrity 
despite  how  small  a  unit  might  become  because  the  value  of  esprit 
and  cohesion  that  was  sustained  counted  more  than  numbers. 


The  B«ttlts3l 


General  von  Knobelsdorff  cln  se  to  conduct  a  mobile  detense 
by  placing  a  thin  line  of  infantry  along  the  riverline  and 
retaining  a  mobile  reserve  as  a  fire  brigade"  to  counterattack 
any  penetration  of  the  weaker  stationary  force.  Ihe  principal 
engagements  during  the  two  week  t.erio.l  which  followed  primarily 
involved  the  336th  Infantry  Division  rind  the  11th  Panzer 
Division. 

According  to  von  Mellenthin  s  account  of  the  battles  on  the 
Chir  River,  the  1st  Tank  Corps  or  the  Soviet  Fifth  Tank  Army 
attacked  on  7  December  across  the  Chi.  River  on  the  east  flank  of 
the  336th  Infantry  Division  just  as  it  was  taking  up  positions 
along  the  Chir  between  Surovikino  and  Ni zhne-Chi rskaya.  The 
attack  came  on  a  f our -k i 1 ometer  wide  front  between  Surovikino, 
defended  by  Task  Force  Schmidt,  and  Ostrovskii.  The  left  flank 
of  the  336th  Infantry  Division  sector  was  defended  by  a  Luftwaffe 
Field  Regiment.  Whether  intentional  or  not,  therefore,  the 
Soviet  attack  hit  the  principal  weakness  in  the  line  of  defense 
of  the  336th  --  Luftwaffe  Field  uriits  were  only  marginally 
effective  as  front-line  ground  troops.  The  initial  assault 
easily  penetrated  the  German  defensive  line  and,  by  mid-morning, 
had  seized  Sowchos  79  The  Soviet  tank  corps  continued  to  attack 
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in  which  the  336th  had  put  its  division  headquarters. 

Meanwhi le,the  lith  Panzer  Division  which  had  been  moving  up 
from  the  Fourth  Panzer  Army  area  near  Rostov  had  reached  assembly 
areas  in  the  southern  portion  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  sector. 
Although  it  could  not  respond  immediately  with  the  entire  assets 
of  the  Division  (it  was  spread  over  an  area  of  160  square 
kilometers),  15th  Panzer  Regiment  was  within  five  kilometers  of 
Verchne-Sol onowski  so  Balck  ordered  it  north  to  stop  the  further 
southward  advance  of  the  1st  Tank  Corps.  It  stopped  the  Soviet 
tanks  three  kilometers  north  of  Verchne-Sol onowski .  The 
integrity  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps'  ultimate  mission  to  assist  in 
opening  the  corridor  to  Sixth  Army,  however,  was  non  in  jeopardy. 
The  11th  Panzer  Division  had  to  eject  the  1st  Tank  Corps  from  the 
sector . 

The  336th  Infantry  Division  wanted  Balck  to  do  a  frontal 
counterattack  against  the  penetration  through  the  valley  of  the 
Sowchos  but  Balck  had  other  ideas.  He  decided  to  blunt  the  nose 
of  the  penetration  with  the  110th  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment, 
anti-aircraft  artillery,  and  engineers,  while  the  15th  Panzer 
Regiment  and  111th  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment  made  their  way  north 
along  the  high  ground  to  the  west  of  Sowchos  79  to  get  into 
attack  positions  on  the  flank  of  the  1st  Tank  Corps.  He  wanted 
to  hit  the  flank  and  rear  of  the  Soviet  tank  strength  in  order  to 
destroy  it  since  he  considered  the  flank  and  rear  to  be  the 
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critical  weakness  of  the  Soviet  formation.  Additional  support 
would  come  from  336th's  artillery.  Balck  relieved  the  15th  in 
place  with  the  110th  and  repositioned  the  15th  and  111th  during 
the  night  of  7/8  December. 

11th  Panzer  Division  counterattacked  at  dawn  on  8  December 
with  complete  surprise.  15th  Panzer  Regiment  caught  elements  of 
the  333d  Soviet  Infantry  Division  moving  south  and  destroyed  a 
long  column  of  trucks.  Then  it  turned  south  to  attack  the  Soviet 
armor  at  Sowchos  79  from  the  rear.  By  the  close  of  the  day,  the 
Division  had  destroyed  53  Soviet  tanks  and,  together  with  the 
converging  attack  of  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment  110  from  the 
south,  retook  Sowchos  79.  Durinq  the  following  two  days  of 
battle,  the  two  German  divisions  eliminated  the  Soviet  bridgehead 
except  for  a  slender  foothold  that  the  Soviets  managed  to  retain 
on  the  south  bank  of  the  Chir  in  the  vicinity  of  Ostrovskii.  The 
success  of  the  11th  Panzer  Division  was  the  result  of  surprise  by 
attacking  at  dawn  and  of  mass  by  Balck  concentrating  all  his 
tanks  in  the  main  effort. 

By  10  December,  the  11th  Panzer  Division  and  the  336th 
Infantry  Division  had  repulsed  several  more  attempts  of  the 
Russian  1st  Tank  Corps  to  breakthr ough  near  Ostrovskii  to 
Tormosin.  On  the  evening  of  11  December,  the  48th  Panzer  Corps 
alerted  Balck  to  two  more  serious  penetrations,  one  at  Lissinski 
and  another  at  Ni zhne-Kal i novsk i i ,  southwest  of  Surovikino. 


I  he  first  was  on  the  east  flank  of  the  336th;  tanks  of  the 


Russian  1st  lank  Corps,  supported  with  at  least  one  infantry 
division,  had  broken  through  the  line  between  the  685th  Infantry 
Regiment  and  Group  Erdmann  on  its  right  during  the  afternoon  to  a 
depth  of  three  kilometers.  At  the  same  time,  elements  of  the 
Russian  5th  Mechanized  Corps  had  charged  across  the  Chir  near 
Ni zhne-Kal inovsk l i  to  a  depth  of  four  kilometers  in  the  area 
defended  by  the  7th  Luftwaffe  Field  Division.  This  penetration 
seriously  threatened  the  rear  of  Group  Schmidt  which  was  holding 
Suruvikino  on  the  north  side  of  the  Chir  and  Group  Selle  which 
still  was  holding  the  left  shoulder  of  the  previous  penetration 
by  the  1st  Tank  Corps  on  7  December. 


When  Balck  received  the  order  on  11  December  to  destroy  both 
penetrations,  the  110th  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment  and  the  61st 
Motorcycle  Battalion  of  the  11th  Panzer  Division  Mere  holding  the 
gap  between  the  336th  and  Group  Selle.  Balck  appears  to  have 
chosen  to  leave  the*  in  place  while  he  tool;  the  15th  Panzer 
Regiment  and  the  111th  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment  to 
counterattack.  Instead  of  splitting  las  force  to  enciaqe  both 
penetrations  simul taeousl y ,  he  decided  to  concentrate  against  the 
one  at  Lissinski  first.  That  night  he  repositioned  the  15th 
Panzer  regiment  near  the  headquarters  of  the  686th  Infantry 
Regiment  of  the  336th  so  that  it  could  hit  the  flank  of  the 
Russians  at  dawn  the  following  morning.  Again,  Balck  wanted  to 
counterattack  with  surprise  as  quickly  as  he  could.  It  is 
important  to  remember  that  neither  the  Russians  or  the  Germans 
did  any  major  night  fighting  with  tanks.  At  0445  on  12  December, 
with  support  from  the  111th  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment  to  the 
southwest,  Balck  launched  his  counterattack.  The  speed, 
surprise,  and  concentration  of  tank  strength  enabled  him  to 
quickly  destroy  the  Russians  near  Lissinski. 

After  closing  the  gap  at  Lissinski,  Balck  turned  his 
attention  next  toward  Nizhne-kal inovski i .  This  would  prove  to  be 
more  difficult.  He  immediately  marched  the  15th  Panzer  Regiment 
arid  the  111th  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment  to  the  northwest  arid 
attacked  the  5th  Mechanized  Corps  the  same  afternoon.  He 
apparently  considered  speed  and  concentration  to  be  more 


important  than  surprise.  Furthermore,  he  hit  the  Russians 
head-mi  instead  oF  positioning  himselF  on  a  Flank. 

I'.nunterattack  ing  immediately  beFore  the  Russians  had  a  chance  to 
reinForce  seemed  to  be  the  critical  issue.  The  11th  Panzer 
Division  mas  able  to  push  the  Russians  back  almost  to  the  river 
beFore  night  Fell. 

Throughout  t !■  e  dav,  the  1st  Tank  Corps  had  continued  to 
apply  pressure  against  Group  Selle  and  the  110th  Panzer  Grenadier 
Reqiment.  Early  on  13  December,  just  as  the  11th  Panzer 
Oivision  mas  about  to  reneM  its  attack  against  the  5th  Mechanized 
Corps'  bridgehead,  the  1st  Tank  Corps  crashed  into  its  right 
Flank  Mest  of  Ostrovskii.  Balck  had  tD  break  oFF  his 
counterattack  and  turn  toMards  this  neM  threat  in  order  to  avert 
disaster.  As  a  result,  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  never  completely 
eliminated  the  bridgehead  near  Ni zhne-Kal i novski i . 

Meanwhile,  the  Russian  5th  Shock  Army,  which  had  been  Formed 
From  units  oF  the  10th  Reserve  Army  and  others,  had  occupied 
positions  near  the  railroad  bridge  across  the  Don  between  the 
Fifth  Tank  Army  and  the  FiFty— First  Army.  On  13  December  while 
the  11th  Panzer  Division  was  Fighting  to  stay  alive,  elements  of 
the  FiFth  Shock  Army  attacked  the  emergency  units  that  were 
holding  the  48th  Panzer  Corps'  bridgehead  on  the  Don  north  oF 
Nizhne-Chir skaya.  By  early  aFternoon,  the  Russians  258th  RiFle 
Division,  4th  Guards  Division,  and  7th  Tank  Corps  had  Forced 


Groups  Mikosch  and  Dobiat  off  the  small  foothold  on  the  north 
side  of  the  Don.  The  remaining  defenders,  Group  Suuerbruch,  fell 
back  to  the  west  side  of  the  Don  on  14  December.  As  they 
withdrew,  they  destroyed  the  bridge.  The  loss  of  the  German  s 
bridgehead  potentially  meant  that  the  48th  Panzer  Orps  would 
have  to  reestablish  a  crossing  site  on  the  Don  if  it  was  to 
participate  in  opening  a  corridor  to  the  beleaguered  Sixth  Aray 
l n  Stalingrad.  The  48th  Panzer  Corps  never  qot  the  chance. 

Romanenko's  Fifth  Tank  Army  hit  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  hard 
on  17  December  just  as  the  Corps  was  qetting  ready  to  force  a 
crossing  of  the  Don.  The  336th  Infantry  Division  faced  another 
crisis  at  Lissinski  and,  once  aqain.  the  11th  Panzer  Division 
came  to  the  rescue.  This  time,  however,  it  could  not  complete 
the  job.  On  18  December,  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  ordered  Baltk  to 
disengage  from  his  counterattack  near  Lissinski  and  proceed 
immediately  to  the  7th  Luftwaffe  Field  Division  s  sector  where  a 
far  more  serious  threat  had  developed  with  the  Russian  bth 
Mechanized  Corps.  The  11th  Panzer  Division  marched  throuqli  the 
night  again  to  be  in  position  to  counterat tack  at  dawn.  Balck  s 
panzers  struck  violently  on  19  December  in  the  rear  of  Russian 
units  and  destroyed  many  of  their  tanks;  however,  on  CO  December, 
a  determined  Russian  counterattack  threatened  the  right  flank  of 
the  Division.  Shortly  thereafter,  the  Division  was  ordered  to  go 
on  the  defensive.  By  22  December,  the  front  had  quieted  down, 


fa 
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but  the  48th  Panzer  C>  rps  battles  were  over.  Von  Hanstein 


ordered  the  Corps  headquarters  and  the  11th  Panzer  Division  to 
leave  the  Clur  and  proieed  dt  unte  to  Tatsinskava  in  order  to 
bolster  the  defenses  in  the  sector  of  the  Italian  Eighth  Amy, 
ninth  had  caved-in  under  a  massive  Russian  assault.  “Operation 
Little  Saturn"  had  begun. 

Historically,  the  battles  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  on  the 
Chir  were  brilliant  examples  of  methods,  techniques,  and  agility. 
Generals  von  Knobel sdor f f ,  Baltk,  and  Lucht  cooperated  during  a 
tense  two  week  period  in  actions  that  potentially  had  significant 
operational  impact  on  the  relief  of  the  Sixth  Armv.  The  result 
was  brilliant  tactical  success;  however,  for  Army  Group  Don,  it 
was  operationally  wasted.  The  primary  purpose  of  the  Chir 
defense  was  to  help  reestablish  a  corridor  to  the  beleaguered 
Sixth  Army,  isolated  around  Staiingrad.  Hanstein  had  assessed 
the  immediate  military  obiective  of  the  Fifth  Tank  Army  as  the 
bridgehead  that  the  Germans  had  held  in  the  angle  of  the  Don  and 
Chir  rivers. 3.  [he  48th  Panzer  Corps,  however,  was  forced  off  the 
bridgehead  on  14  December,  and  in  the  process  of  withdrawing 
destroyed  the  bridge  itself.  Ihe  Corps  still  held  the  Chir  front 
on  19  December  but  the  simultaneous  attack  of  the  Fourth  Panzer 
Armv  tuuld  not  get  beyond  the  Hishkova  River.  By  then  Hanstein 
considered  the  period  1?  to  25  December  as  the  last  possibility 
tor  the  breakout  of  Sixth  Army  as  long  as  the  48th  Panzer  Corps 


and  Detachment  Hollidt  could  protect  the  western  flank  while 


Sixth  Ann y  orove  southwest  toward  the  Fourth  Panzer  Hrmy.^ 
Unfortunately.  Hitier,  the  Supreme  Command,  and  beneral  Paulus 
himself  forfeited  the  opportunity  tiv  r at i onal 1 z i nq  prestige  and 
loaistics  shortages  to  keep  the  Sixth  Army  in  the  pocket. ^ 
Consequently,  3UU.000  soldiers  were  lost  and  the  efforts  of  the 
48th  Panzer  Corps  were  1  ri  vain. 


the  Soviets  could  exoloit  their  success.  For  General  halck,  von 
Manstein  s  intent  meant  that  "the  Lhir  line  was  to  be  held."^ 
Ourinq  an  interview  in  1979.  General  Halck  said  that  tie  would 
wait  until  the  Soviet  1st  Tank  Corps  nad  achieved  its 
breakthrouqh ,  which  it  could  do  with  relative  ease  throuqh  the 
thin  Forward  line,  then  he  would  counterattack  i  mmedi  atei  v  when 
if  finally  qround  to  a  halt  for  lack  of  additional  d i r ec 1 1 on .  - 
f/esoite  the  inherent  aooeal  of  such  soohi  s  1 1  c  a  1 1  on  --  as  a 
technique  it  has  support  in  our  current  doctrinal  literature  -- 
von  Mellenthin  s  accounts  of  the  counterattacks  do  not 
substantiate  anv  waitinq  tor  that  reason.  L'uite  the  contrary,  lie 
seems  to  have  issued  orders  to  counter  attack  as  soon  as  possible, 
reaardless  ot  whether  or  not  the  Soviets  attack  had  lost 
momentum.  Hittino  the  Soviets  when  their  attack  had  qround  to  a 
halt  miqht  have  occurred,  but  only  fortuitously. 

The  second  principal  factor  was  General  Bale!  s  perception 
0+  the  point  ot  main  effort,  or  Schwer punkt .  for  his 
counterattacks.  It  was  always  the  destruction  ot  the  enemy  force 
that  had  broken  throuqh  the  line.  In  all  cases,  therefore,  balck 
directed  the  15th  Pancer  Reoiment  and  111th  Pancer  Grenadier 
Pediment  aqainst  tne  enemv  force  instead  of  on  terrain 
obiectives.  He  did  so  despite  the  tact  that  the  objective  of  the 
battles  was  to  restore  the  German  front  lines.  uccordinq  to  von 
Mellenthin,  "...un  the  Unr  River  we  oetirutelv  had  the  mission 


<o  keep  our  line,  and  it  part  ot  the  line  was  lost,  we  had  to 
M'uain  it  -  no*  to  qive  op.  to  reaain.  Hccordina  to  General 
Imi'iII  p.  however  .  I  he  idea  ot  focusing  on  the  destruction  ot  the 
t  nemv  was  «ios*  appropriate.  In  tact  that  idea  had  been 
" o l udoeoned "  into  older  general  stall  officers.  "Possessing  the 
terrain  doesn  t  matter:  what  matters  is  to  shatter  the  enemv  and 
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Inin  the  terrain  will  tall  into  vour  hands  bv  itself. 

Balc.k  s  ability  to  rapidly  focus  his  combat  oower  on 
destruction  was  turther  supported  bv  the  intangible  tactor  of 
nut tr aqst at i k .  this  theory  and  practice  of  command  seems  to 
have  been  a  kev  to  the  4Bth  Panzer  torps  successful  mobile 
defense.  It  enabled  tieneral  balck  to  issue  only  verbal  orders 
which  facilitated  immediate  counterattacks.  He  did  not  have  to 
<io  into  elaborate  detail  or  the  time  consuming  process  of  written 
orders,  rather  he  could  articulate  intent  and  concept  to 
subordinate  commanders  either  t ct e- t o- t ace  or  over  the  radio. 

Ine  degree  of  detailed  explanation  that  Balrk  used  with  his 
•  nbor  ill  nates  on  the  Chir  deperideo  on  1  v  on  the  latter  s  abilities, 
'vime  needed  more  than  others.  In  Balck  s  own  somewhat  acerbic 
si  vie,  "It  depended  entirely  on  the  subordinate.  Jr  he  was  a 
stupid  fellow,  vou  had  to  no  into  much  detail  exolainma  the 
Ml  itat  i  i>i>  to  him:  it  he  was  an  intelligent  officer,  a  word  was 

o 

sufficient  tor  him."" 

Ihe  third  tactor.  which  is  closelv  related  to  the  second. 
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was  the  lonq  standinq  principle  of  war,  surprise.  Attacking  the 
enemy  when  he  least  expected  it  from  a  direction  for  which  he  was 
least  prepared  could  confuse  and  disrupt  the  Soviet  formations. 
Twice,  Balck  counterattacked  at  dawn.  Von  Mellenthin  was 
emphatic  during  an  interview  in  1979  that  destroying  the  enemy 
was  done  best  by  surprise  because  the  Russian  character  did  not 
respond  well  to  unexpected  events;  the  Russians  would  frequently 
panic.  The  aim,  therefore,  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  “...was  to 
attack  the-  enemy  by  surprise  and  destroy  him."  During  that  same 
interview,  one  of  the  questioners  was  trying  to  get  Von 
Mellenthin  to  distinguish  the  decisive  point  in  the 
counterattack;  i.e.,  was  it  destruction  of  the  enemy  by 
firepower,  or  "...disorganization  arid  disruption  of  cohesion..." 
caused  by  surprise  of  a  sudden  attack  from  an  unexpected 
direction?  Von  Mellenthin  would  riot  rise  to  the  bait.  He  would 
not  separate  surprise  and  destruction  as  the  defeat  mechani  sm. 

The  fourth  factor  that  affected  when  Balck  "pulled  the 
triqqer"  acted  more  as  an  inhibitor  than  as  a  catalyst; 
specifically,  when  Balck  received  orders  from  the  Corps  to 
counterattack.  The  first  counterattack  order  on  7  December,  for 
example,  was  received  while  the  Division  was  still  makinq  its 
approach  march  to  the  48th  Panzer  Corps'  sector.  Consequently, 
Balck  had  to  wait  until  8  December  to  strike  back.  If  Balck 
received  a  count er at t ac k  order  i n  the  evening,  the  earliest  he 
could  counterattack  was  the  following  morning  since  tanks  were 


not  equipped  to  tight  at  night.  He  did,  however ,  reposition  at 
night  so  that  hi*  could  achieve  surprise  at  dawn  the  following 
(Jay.  1  suspect  that  had  his  tanks  been  fitted  with  night  vision 
devices  or  thermal  lnaqing  devices  that  tie  would  not  have  been  at 
all  reluctant  to  have  made  night  counterattacks. 

Thus,  the  principal  factors  that  affected  the  timing  of 
counterattacks  by  the  11th  Panzer  Division  were  primarily  intent 
of  higher  commanders,  destruction  of  the  enemy,  surprise,  and,  to 
a  lesser  extent,  when  Balck  received  his  orders.  Connecting  all 
of  these  considerations,  however,  was  the  drive  for  speed  -- 
hitting  the  enemy  as  quickly  and  violently  as  possible. 


Doctrinal  Implications 
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current  doctrinal  literature  as  those  whip*'  a  comm  inter  onufi*  to 
consider  in  decidinq  when  to  execute  a  t  ac  1 1  c  a  1  •  1  e  v  e  l  countei 
attack?"  us  pointed  out  in  the  i nti odm: ti on  to  this  paoet  .  cm 
doctrine  cleat  1  :  states  that  1 1  m  l  n «  is  critical  t  o 
counter  at  tael,  s .  It  so.  it  shouu  have  been  critical  in  past 
l:  a.  t  >.  1  u  5  as  well.  OstensiDlv.  wt  should  ce  able  to  establish 
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missions  of  defend,  screen,  and  attack  as  part  of  the  overall 
plan.  Ihe  form  of  the  defense  was  a  mobile  defense.  The  336th 
Infantry  Division  was  the  static  element  which  had  the  mission  to 
defend  alonq  the  river;  the  assorted  emergency  and  alarm  units 
along  with  the  Luftwaffe  Field  Division  performed  a  screen 
mission;  and,  the  11th  Panzer  Division  was  the  dynamic  element 
which,  throuqh  firepower  arid  man uever,  would  destroy  the 
attacker.  Like  the  conditons  which  prevailed  in  42,  our 
doctrine  envisions  a  mobile  defense  fought  on  a  fluid,  non-linear 
battlefield.  It  endorses  counterattacks  on  the  flanks  or  rear  of 
the  enemy's  main  effort  to  seal  off,  isolate,  and  destroy  him. 41 
Perhaps  not  as  clear,  however,  is  the  Berman's  firmly  held  belief 
that  a  mobile  defense  should  automatically  focus  Dn  the 
destruction  of  the  enemy  in  order  to  achieve  a  higher  aim  of 
retention  of  terrain.  Our  doctrine  implies  that  retention  of 
terrain  is  a  mission  better  suited  to  an  area  defense. 

Never thel ess ,  Doth  Balck  and  von  Mellenthin  would  agree  with  the 
statement  in  FM  100-5  that  "each  defensive  plan  is  matched  to  the 
circumstances  of  the  situation  at  hand.”^ 

Uurrent  doctrine,  although  it  clearly  states  that  "timing  is 
critical  to  counterattacks,"  does  not  explicity  identify  what  a 
i  ommjnder  should  consider  in  making  that  critical  decision. 
Instead,  most  of  it  must  be  interred.  An  examination  of  those 
implications  and  how  they  relate  to  the  Chir  is  important  to 
evaluating  the  adequacy  of  doctrine. 


Our  doctrine  has  several  statements  about  timing.  hirst, 

A  detender  can  hold  forces  in  reserve  until  the  attack 
has  developed  and  can  then  strike  the  extended  enemy 
over  carefully  selected  and  prepared  terrain  within  the 
defensive  area. 43 

Although  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  clearly  waited  until  the 
Soviet  attacks  developed,  it  did  so  because  it  was  defending  from 
a  position  of  relative  weakeness  in  men  and  materiel.  However, 
the  corps  did  not  deliberately  wait  until  the  enemy  extended 
himself.  Likewise,  if  Balck  s  11th  Panzer  Division  caught  the 
enemy  when  his  attack  had  ground  to  a  halt  as  a  function  of 
extension,  it  was  purely  chance.  The  principal  issue  in  timing 
was  to  counterattack  immediately  when  the  Soviets  had  broken 
through  the  thin  line  of  infantry.  Furthermore,  carefully 
selected  and  prepared  terrain  would  have  been  a  luxury.  lrue,  in 
the  first  counterattack  on  8  December  balck  those  hi s  route  from 
the  assembly  areas  for  the  111th  Panzer  Grenadier  Regiment  and 
the  15th  Panzer  Regiment  to  the  attack  positions  so  that  lie 
gained  some  cover  and  conceal  merit ,  however,  it  was  not  terrain 
with  which  the  division  was  intimately  familiar  or  which  the 
division  had  had  time  to  prepare.  In  order  to  catch  the  Soviet's 
1st  Tank  Corps  by  surprise  before  it  had  a  chance  to  reorganize 
to  continue  its  attack  into  the  depth  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps 
area  or  to  threaten  the  rear  of  the  bridgehead  that  the  Germans 
still  held,  Balck  was  more  than  willing  to  counterattack  over 
unfamiliar  ground.  Speed,  not  elaborate  preparation,  was  the 


principal  consideration. 

it  second  doctrinal  statement  that  carries  implications  on 
timing  is.  "Once  the  attacker  has  been  controlled,  the  defender 
■  an  operate  against  his  exposed  flanks  and  rear. Control  of  an 
a* talking  enemv  is  an  elusive  notion  at  best  and,  under  most 
circumstances,  probably  will  not  exist  at  all.  Counterattacking 
presupposes  that  initiative  has  bepn  with  the  attacker:  he  chose 
the  lime  and  place  ot  the  engagement.  In  the  process  he  can 
throw  Ihe  defender  off-balance  bv  his  choice  of  ground,  direction 
cit  approacti,  or  tiraina  of  his  attack.  Romanenko's  Fifth  lank 
rirmy,  despite  its  lack  ot  coordinated  effort  and  seeminalv 
piecemeal  approach,  retained  the  initiative.  He  attacked  at 
different  locations  along  the  weakly  held  line  ot  the  336th 
Infantry  and  / 1  ti  luttwaffe  Field  divisions  and  compelled  the  11th 
Panzer  Division  to  a  series  ot  counterattacks  to  restore  the 
line.  liming  ot  Hie  counterattacks  was  driven  in  part  then,  by 
Hie  precarious  conditions  existing  within  the  defensive  sector 
<nd  less  on  the  deliberate  choice  of  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  -- 
nolliina  guite  like  the  textbook  "shaping"  of  the  penetration  or 
waiting  until  iust  the  riqht  moment  presents  itself.  Vet.  these 
i  mintur at  I acks  are  considered  brilliantly  executed  and  have  been 
emulated  bv  the  Israelis  as  the  ideal  in  defensive  combat. 

Inirdlv,  the  implication  of  current  doctrine  that  ties 
decisions  to  techniques,  such  as  named  areas  of  interests  (NAii, 


nension  points,  and  tarqet  areas  of  interest  <IB1>.  miects  a 
level  of  sophistication  into  the  tactical  execution  ot  the 
counterattack  and  the  defense  that  does  not  appear  to  have  been 
present  in  the  staffs  or  comeanders  on  the  Chir  River.  although 
General  Balck  must  have  thought  about  how  lono  reposi t 1 oni nq 
would  take,  based  on  the  fact  that  he  freguentlv  moved  the 
division  at  night  to  be  in  attack  positions  at  first  liaht  the 
following  morninq,  he  did  not  link  the  order  to  counterattack  to 
closure  rates  of  follow-on  Soviet  formations,  the  strenath  ot 
Soviet  forces  in  the  penetrations,  condition  ot  the  routes  to 
attack  positions,  or  location  of  Soviet  rear  services.  Rather, 
he  counterattacked  as  quickly  as  he  could  once  he  knew  where  the 
penetration  was.  lime  and  space  became  limiting  factors  on  how 
quicklv  hp  could  beam.  His  actions  on  12  December  when  he  faced 
i wu  penetrations  a>  opposite  sides  ot  the  sector  is  evidence  ot 
his  willingness  to  attack  just  as  soon  as  he  could  instead  ot 
waiting  tor  some  mythical  "riaht  time,”  Balck  fought  whoever  was 
fiiere  when  he  arrived,  regardless  ot  she  sice.  In  tact,  the 
whole  notion  of  acceptable  force  ratios.  Dr  correlation  of  forces 
from  the  Soviet  oerspective,  as  currently  discussed  in  the  U.S. 
Army  was  not  an  issue.  nccordina  to  von  Mellenthin.  the  Germans 
considered  the  force  ratio  to  be  balanced  if  it  was  mne-to-one 
in  favor  of  the  Soviets1  He  considered  twenty-to-one  possibly 
unbalanced  and  not  feasible.  What  counted  more  for  a  successful 
counterattack  was  the  quality  of  the  leadership  and 


F mqerspi  tzenqpfuhl .  "[The  leader]  must  have  a  feelinq  now  1 
can  do  it,  or  1  must  wait  tor  my  regiment  to  make  contact.'"*' 

When  comparing  the  events  ot  December  1942  to  current 
doctrine  js  it  pertains  to  Central  Europe,  however .  we  must  be 
'oqitizanF  ot  the  ditterences  in  qeooraphy,  torce  structures,  and 
opposing  tactics.  Otherwise,  we  run  the  risk  ot  applying  blindly 
t he  empirical  evidence  ot  the  48th  Panzer  Corps  without  consider¬ 
ing  conditions  which  tend  to  quality  the  historical  analoov. 

First,  the  oeoqraphv  ot  Central  (Europe  is  very  difterent 
than  that  on  the  Chir.  Whereas  the  area  ot  the  Chir  was 
relatively  Hat,  open  terrain  with  little  vegetation  and  sparsely 
populated,  Central  Europe  is  hillv,  heavily  torested.  and  densely 
populated.  On  the  other  hand,  mobilitv  in  Central  Europe  is 
often  easier  due  to  its  modern  road  network,  in  contrast  to  the 
rugged,  frequently  impassable,  dirt  tracks  that  served  as  roads 
in  southern  Russia. 

Second,  force  structures  have  rhanoed.  In  1942,  the  48th 
Fanzer  Corps  had  few  tanks  and  most  ot  the  infantry  was  not 
mol  or  i zed  or  mechanized,  but  root-mobile.  Consequent i v  ,  all 
torses  available  to  the  4atn  Panzer  Corps  were  used  in  a  static 
Mile  except,  tor  the  llth  Panzer  Division.  the  infantry  was  the 
arm  winch  Field  the  line  and  prepared  it  for  the  concentrated 
t  mint  prat  t  act  s  ot  the  armor.  In  contrast,  mechanized  infantry  in 


♦odav  s  divisions  in  Europe,  on  both  sides,  provides  tor  mobility 
in  the  entire  force  that  was  not  available  in  1  V42 .  Whereas 
cross-attachment  ot  infantrv  and  armor  now  is  accepted  as  routine 
because  ot  the  comparable  mobility  in  both  arms,  the  11th  Panzer 
Division  maintained  all  ot  its  tanks  in  the  15th  Panzer  Peoiment. 
l  ikewise,  todav  s  mechanized  and  armored  divisions  have  29o  -  ;.50 
main  battle  tanks  compared  to  the  meaoer  25  -  ;.n  tanks  in  the 
llth  Panzer  Division.  Despite  the  apparent  lack  ot  mobility, 
however,  von  Mellenthin  still  referred  to  it  as  "ein 
Hewequnjskriea. . . a  war  ot  movement. 

Finally,  the  likelihood  is  remote  ot  the  Soviets  attacking 
in  fixed  formations  and  boaaina  oown  after  reachina  thp’r  initial 
objectives  as  thev  did  in  1942.  Hlthouqh  General  Balok  indicated 
fh.-if  both  rioiditv  and  flexibility  at.  the  t  ac  1 1  c  a  I  - 1  eve  I  can  be 
expected,  it  probablv  depends  on  the  commander  and  unit  some 
commanders  having  more  initiative  than  other s.  He  did 
acknowledge,  however,  their  propensity  towards  reliance  on  speed 
instead  01  adaptation  to  terrain.  He  said  that  speed  15  the  most 
difficult  to  defend  aqainst.1*^  which  might  partially  explain  whv 
the  llth  Panzer  Division  reacted  quickly  to  Soviet  penetrations 
without  a  clear  picture  ot  the  exact  situation.  Notwi 1 hstandi no 
the  differences,  however,  we  can  still  draw  valuable  lessons  on 
ttie  issue  of  timino.  specifically,  the  deqree  of  soph i st 1 c 1 1  on  in 
tactics  that  we  ought  to  seek. 


Conclusion 

Success  at  (lie  t a< t 1 c a  I  -  1 evei  oust  he  Measured  witnin  the 
nuer d m on* I  context  as  it  was  ov  bale!  and  von  hellenthin  in 
174.'.  Holding  »ne  ctiir  was  absolutely  vital.  Similarly,  NAlU  s 
tor  ward  defense  pos'ute  appears  to  he  predicated  in  part,  on  the 
retention  ot  retrain,  much  life  the  predicament  facinq  the  48th 
tanzer  Corns  in  December,  174.!;  the  political  conditions  in 
central  tur  ope  tendinq  to  replicate  the  lack  of  operational  depth 
e::istinq  on  the  Lhir.  The  sweeping  tank  battles  and  operational 
manuever  room  enio.ed  bv  balck  and  von  Hellenthin  in  later 
bat Ues  on  the  eastern  Front,  such  as  Kharkov  and  Kursk,  in  which 
they  did  not  have  to  worry  about  the  "bottom  of  the  bag,"  are  not 
consistent  with  the  political  realities  of  todav.  Consequently, 
i  he  i.hir  holds  tor  us  valuable  historical  lessons,  one  of  them 
beiuq  on  timino  counterattacks. 

I  he  experience  ut  the  48th  F'anjer  Corps  teaches  us  that 
Mfflino  l.ari  teal  -  level  counterattacks  depends  not  on  some  mythical 
riqht"  time,  but  rather  on  more  fundamental  precepts  embodied  in 
•he  principles  ot  war.  uecidinq  when  to  counterattack  at  the 
•  at  r i c a  I  - 1 evel  becomes  a  problem  not  ot  what  or  how  much 
i n t or  mat i on  a  commander  needs  to  make  the  decision,  but  one  of 
mating  the  decision  within  the  context  ot  the  battle  itself, 
consistent  with  the  qenprallv  accepted  principles  of  surprise  and 


mass.  Ihe  commander  should  not  wait,  until  he  has  a  clear 
intelligence  picture  ot  the  battlefield,  but  should  strike  the 
enemy  as  hard  and  as  quicklv  as  he  can  once  he  knows  that  a 
penetration  has  occurred.  The  experience  ot  the  48tn  hanzer 
corps  suqqests  that  counterattack s  ca.  be  on  time  or  worse,  late, 
but  rarely  will  they  be  early.  Ihere'ore.  1  do  not  think  that  we 
can  relv  on  the  "window  ot  opporcunit  "  beinq  open  wide  enouah  to 
overcome  the  proverbial  toq  ot  w.r:  hance,  uncertainty,  and 

contusion.  As  a  result,  we  mioh  wan  to  rethink  the 
implications  1 n  our  doctrine  ot  sophi  tication  in  timino. 
conditions  on  the  battlefield,  as  well  as  the  enemy,  will  be 
workinq  aqainst  our  ettorts  to  s.ire  he  initiative  and  our 
noctrine  should  account  tor  that.  Doctrine  which  focuses  our 
attention  on  principles  ot  war,  such  as  surprise  and  mass, 
instead  of  on  sophisticated  techniques  miqht  be  the  kev  to 
success.  Our  doctrine  would  then  serve  to  auide  aspirina 
tacticians  to  be  more  effective  at  imposino  violence  at  a  speed 
which  will  overwhelm  the  enemv  s  ability  to  cope.  As  beneral 
Balck  stated  so  well,  "When  facing  the  Russian  you  can  t.  sit  down 
and  calculate  that  he  has  so  and  so  manv  divisions  or  weapons  or 
what  not.  That  s  all  balonev.  You  have  to  attacl  him  instantly 
and  throw  him  out  of  his  position.  He  is  no  match  tor  that.  ° 
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Order  of  .Battle 


be r man  --  48  th  Fanner  Corps 


Gener a  1 


11th  Panzer  Di v i si  on 


bener  a  1 


15th  Panzer  Reqiment 
110th  Panzer  Grenadier  Rea i men  t 
111th  Panzer  Grenadier  Reqiment 
1 19th  Panzer  Artillery  Reqiment 
cist  Motorcycle  Battalion 
231st  Panzer  Reconnai ssance  Battalion 
231st  Anti -Tan!  Battalion 
251st  Panzer  Enqineer  Reqiment 
341st  Panzer  Siorial  Battalion 


_■  :.e  th  Infantry  Divisi  on  General 

685th  Infantry  Reqiment 
cQci  h  Infantry  Reaimerit 
ed/rh  Infantry  Reuiment 
336th  Artillery  Reaimerit 
33oth  Anti-Tank  Battalion 
536th  Enaineer  battalion 
336th  Siqnal  Company 

>:  h  luftwaffe  field  division 

13th  Field  Infantry  Reqiment 
14th  Field  Infantry  Reqiment 
/' t h  Field  Artillery  Rea i men t 
7th  Field  Fusilier  Reqiment 
7th  Field  Anti-Tank  Battalion 
7th  Field  Enaineer  Battalion 
7th  Field  Sional  Battalion 
7th  Field  An t i -hi r cr a f t  Battalion 

.■04th  Infantry  division  tHeadquar  ter  s  Only) 

Controlled  emerqencv  units  on  the  non  River  alter 
tor  mat  i  oris  were  retrofit  in  (he  btalinqran  not  I  et  . 
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•  .'Is*  k  i  f  l  »*  D  i  v  i  3 1  on 
■  .  *1  Dilip  n  i  v  l  s  i  "fi 
■int  li  kill  c*  Di  vi  si  on 

’•  hr  I  i  I  J  or  v  Ken  l  men  i  s 
i  ml:  lies*  rover  Heoi  men',  s 
i.  iinti  viri  i  dit  urtillerv  kequnerits 
.  H or  I ar  ken i men l s 

Mil  Ik  inte  Rocket  Launcher  Regiments 

1  . 1  I -mi  Loros 

bvt  II  I  a IH'  Hr  i  u  ide 
1  I  / 1 1 1  I ani  Hr  i oade 
I hvt  h  | anl  Hr i qade 
44th  Motorized  title  Brigade 
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li^lh  Laval  rv  Division 
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18v!  La n ks 
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•  in  Mechanized  Loros  las  of  6  December)  ii8c>  tanks) 
'lath  Mechanized  Briqade 
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